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STARTING OVER


Guido and Angelina Wallabia, bound by tradition, devoted themselves without complaint to reclaiming the farm that had been in Guido’s family for generations. Like so many Wallabias before them, they were barely sustained by the fourteen acres of stubborn, sunbaked, steeply sloped land in the tiny village of Gap, Italy. It was, as it turned out, a hollow inheritance.


Ironically, after years of focused but fruitless attempts at restoration, Angelina and Guido now personified their farm’s depletion. Gone were the vitality, optimism, and enthusiasm—the signature hallmarks of their youth. It happened so gradually that each had failed to notice, which was, perversely, the only good fortune that had come their way. After years of joyless sacrifice, they had less of everything except debt.


Penniless, they now ate only what they could seduce from the farm’s sour, compacted earth, and because that was sparse, Guido and Angelina were now dwindled, faded people.


But when Angelina met Guido four years ago, he’d had deep, liquid eyes, long lashes, and unruly ink-black hair that always seemed to fall across one eye. In fact, that was the reason she’d first noticed him.


It had been a market day in July, which meant it had to be a Tuesday. Angelina always dressed more carefully on Tuesdays and arrived just as the caravan of wagons pulled into the village square.


By way of explanation, she’d told her parents that produce was always freshest early in the day before the sun had a chance to shrivel the corn’s plump kernels and the ripe fruits and berries were bruised and picked through.


Of course, this was all true. It just wasn’t the truth. Market days were a respite from the leached gray gloom and suffocating predictability of Angelina’s life. She savored market days as a desert traveler, finding an oasis, savors the cool, lifesaving kiss of water.


Suspense and anticipation impelled her. She could not stay away.


It was her habit to walk from one end to the other, filling her lungs with the earthy scents of herbs, woodland mushrooms, and freshly dug potatoes. The spicy aromas of still-warm, meat pies made her salivate, while the heady sweetness of just-picked berries tickled her nose. Market days were sensual banquets to which Angelina responded with exuberance, the only times she felt completely unrestrained and fully alive.


On this particular Tuesday, she entered the square at her usual time just before six o’clock and took her usual seat in Donna Maria’s outdoor café with its unobstructed view of the square. While she waited, she ordered her usual: a strong, black coffee and a warm, plump, almond bun drenched in sweet butter.


Typically, the café was deserted so early in the day. Today, however, she noticed a young man sitting under the faded blue striped umbrella at the table to her right. He was drinking an espresso—or rather trying to drink an espresso. She watched in amusement as each time he raised the dainty cup to his lips, an errant lock of hair dipped into the cup before he could take a sip and he swatted it away like a buzzing gnat.


Although seventeen, Angelina hadn’t much experience with boys. She was an only child and frankly, between the ever-vigilant nuns at school and her overprotective though well-meaning parents, Angelina had few opportunities to observe boys, much less speak to them. Nonetheless, she gawked without embarrassment at this handsome young man with long lashes, full lips, broad shoulders, and tanned, muscular arms.


In such a small village, there were few opportunities for the young to socialize: a few religious holidays here and there and, of course, at planting and harvest times. More than any in his circle of friends, Guido relished these festivities: the music, the dancing, the flirting, and the antics of his comrades after a few beers. Inexplicably, he felt clumsy around girls, but he learned early on to hide his discomfort behind false bravado and public drunkenness. Despite a relatively placid exterior, Guido Wallabia always concealed a reservoir of powerful emotions: guilt about disappointing his family, fear at being found wanting by teachers, and grief for the dreams he’d already let die.


They married in 1843 when she was eighteen and he was twenty-three but only four years later his liquid eyes were dulled from exhaustion and malnutrition, his handsome face weathered and lined with disappointment, and the lightheartedness of his youth replaced by pessimism and irascibility. Like many who take self-pity as a lover, he began to brood—over his string of failed ventures and the bad luck that typified his young life and somehow still believed that he was as capable, if not more capable, than most men in Gap, worked harder, and had better business instincts.


From these unsupported beliefs, it seemed a small step to conclude that for some reason he was being cheated out of what was rightfully his. How else could he account for the fact that so many others in Gap had tasted prosperity and success while it had perpetually eluded him?


One morning, quite spontaneously, he decided to share this delusion with his wife. At first, her silence didn’t alarm him, but as her pupils widened and the corners of her mouth slackened, he recognized her absolute disbelief and disappointment. While he couldn’t really say what he’d anticipated her reaction would be, he’d certainly hoped for more than the muddled incredulity on her face. Red-faced, Guido turned on his heel and strode out of the kitchen.


Up until this point, her husband’s unpredictability and voluntary exile from their neighbors had just confused and occasionally embarrassed Angelina, but now she felt deeply ashamed for ignoring the niggling premonitions she’d felt from time to time and reproached herself for underestimating the depth of his depression.


Truth be told, Angelina had changed as well. Walking into Donna Maria’s café on that morning so long ago, she glittered like the stars when the moon is full. Her pale, square face and wide green eyes shimmered with happiness. The early-morning sun highlighted the luxurious auburn streaks in her thick hair, creating a radiant nimbus.


She’s too tall for a girl was Guido’s first thought as she took a seat in the café. But still, he was forced to admit, she had a quiet elegance and a dancer’s graceful movements.


Indeed, he would never know anyone else who took as much delight in the humblest events: a lark’s song, the winter sun’s warmth on her face, the delicate green of new spring leaves. Angelina noticed the singular beauty of them all.


Angelina, too was a pale reflection of her former self. All the youthful shimmer had ebbed from her eyes, her skin had dulled and coarsened. Though she still carried her tall frame proudly, her once graceful movements were now languid. Unlike her husband, Angelina had always smiled easily and still did, but now it was a weary smile, devoid of pleasure.


To survive emotionally, she consciously fought off every disappointment, opting instead to expect less from her life, her husband, and her friends. She’d long since ceased believing in a benevolent God, in any god for that matter, and instead nurtured an unshakable faith in herself and in the power of focused, hard work. So, Angelina, just like her husband, carefully guarded a secret inner world.


On rare evenings, she and Guido would stroll to the local tavern with its nicotine-tinted air to listen to their neighbors’ squabbles about this and that. There were always a few who bragged about some relative or friend who had emigrated to America.


“Every man who wants to work can find a job there,” announced the bartender, authoritatively wiping up spills along the counter.


“He’s right,” confirmed a patron slouched at a corner table, draining his mug and signaling for another. “My uncle’s cousin works in one of those mill places. He told my uncle that the owners provide housing for their workers, even those with big families.”


“I hear men can make ten times what we can here and anyone who wants work can find a job,” a disembodied voice from the darkest end of the bar declared.


Here in Gap, Angelina thought bitterly, no one would take such a risk and so nothing changes.


She refused to believe that ambition or wanting more was sinful. She believed that each person was responsible for his or her own destiny. With absolute certainly, she knew that her destiny was not in Gap and, regrettably it seemed, not with her husband. She was already planning her escape.


As in most things, Guido was slower to recognize the need for change. Until the last cow stopped producing and the dulled blade of his plow wedged permanently into a scree, Guido Wallabia never considered abandoning his farm. Four generations before him had lived, floundered, and died on this land. Leaving it would be disloyal.


“I don’t know what we should do, Angie,” Guido admitted one night during supper. “Can these stories about America be true? Could we really find work and earn good money?”


Angelina was so startled she nearly dropped her spoon.


“Of course, we have no people there,” he continued, tipping his bowl to reach the last spoonful of broth, which, unbeknownst to him, had exhausted their remaining supply of onions and small potatoes. There had been no bread for months.


“The farm’s a legacy from my father, my father’s father, and my grandfather’s father. It was entrusted to me, Angie. To just walk away? I don’t know. It would dishonor them all.”


“It would be a dangerous trip, and we have no family there to help us,” Angelina offered. “On the other hand, it’s good we have no children to worry about or provide for on such a journey.”


He continued staring into his bowl, and she couldn’t be sure he had even heard her. She sighed in frustration.


“Guy, I don’t know what to do either,” she said, deciding to try another tack. “Even if we could sell the farm, would there be enough to pay for our passage and make a fresh start? I just don’t know about these things.”


Since Guido was someone who could never be hurried, she stood and busied herself with small kitchen chores. “Oh, Lord, please let it be tonight,” she prayed, and her face reddened as soon as she realized she’d asked God for something.


“You may be right,” he reflected soberly, lighting his pipe and leaning back in his chair.


“This farm has never treated us fairly,” he added with undisguised bitterness. “Thick calluses, bad backs, mountains of debt—that’s all we ever got from it.”


“If only Pa . . .” He trailed off as a circle of smoke formed above his head. “But Pa would never agree to try something different. Couldn’t see the sense in it. He was old school. He had no vision.”


Choking on anger, Angelina pretended to wash dishes at the sink as usual. Splashing cool water on her face, she thought, The first thing my husband does is look for someone to blame because it’s never, ever his fault.


Disgust, like bile, rose at the back of her throat. What a weak and cowardly man, she thought. He’s never taken responsibility for a single problem. She was tragically wrong about her husband but wouldn’t know that for many years.


Finally, her composure regained, she sat down across from him. “Caro,” she said softly, though she hadn’t called him that in years, “I totally understand your loyalty to your father and to his family. I admire you for it, Guy. So, if you decide that staying here is the right thing to do, then that’s what we’ll do.” She was shocked that her dishonesty only slightly embarrassed her.


Silence.


“What would we absolutely have to do to make this farm prosper again?”


She waited. Seconds passed, then minutes.


Slowly, he laid his pipe on the table and exhaled dramatically. “Too much,” he replied gloomily. “Way too much.


“We’d need a lot of money, Angie,” he said with forced confidence. “Just to fix what needs repairing: the roof, the paddocks, the well. We’d need a lot of money.”


He shoved his chair back violently but sat there staring at the floor as if the solution was in the scuffed, worn planks. Guido reached for his pipe, tamped it down, relit it, and put it back into his mouth.


“But the soil,” he said finally, “that’s the biggest problem, Angie. That’s the biggest problem.


“It’s so poor. And the truth is I don’t know how to improve it. Maybe some of our fields shouldn’t be planted but . . .” Again his voice trailed off and he continued to examine the floorboards.


“Are you sure?” she asked, deliberately baiting him. “Because maybe we could try—”


His head snapped up. “I’ve been a farmer all my life, Angelina!” he shouted, slamming his fist on the tabletop. “And I can certainly read the earth. Our land, this farm, it has no more life. It’s empty of life.”


And finally, they both knew. Angelina moved back to the sink so he would not see her triumphant smile.
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In April of 1847, Guido and Angelina booked passage on the Humboldt, a three-masted square-rigger out of Hamburg, Germany. Including crew, her total capacity was 240. All accommodations were in one of two windowless steerage decks, where people were crammed in as tightly as kernels of corn.


Below deck, the living conditions were crude. Rough, wooden platforms, two tiers high, lined both sides of the ship with a narrow aisle down the middle. Each straw-covered platform became the living space for an entire family. Primitive toilets were inconveniently situated at either end of the two steerage decks. Ill and frail passengers often relieved themselves in their beds if there was no one to help them to the toilets. Small children peed on the floor as they played and in their straw beds as well. By the end of the second week, the stench from steerage was detectable up on the main deck.


Every morning Captain Himmell, a short man with a toothy smile and brows resembling cedar shake, circled the main deck. Once a week, he ordered the encrusted steerage floors to be scraped and washed with vinegar water, which helped dilute the stench of vomit and urine for a day or so. But since there were no requirements regarding personal hygiene, the smell of unwashed bodies worsened.


In such unhygienic conditions, diseases spread rapidly, and lice and fleas were rampant. By the fourth week, twelve passengers had died from fever, cholera, or dysentery. Nine were children.


Despite the conditions, Guido felt surprisingly fortunate. “Angie,” he whispered one night as they lay on their platform waiting for others to fall asleep, “how are you? Are you okay?”


“I’m good, Guy. Why? Are you sick?”


“No, I was just thinking how lucky we’ve been. So many sick people. The boat’s rolling don’t bother me like it does some of the others.”


“I know. Isn’t it funny, Guy? On the farm, we never had enough to eat and we had to work day and night just to get that. It toughened us, made it easier to endure this. Who would’ve thought I’d ever have something good to say about your farm!”


They both laughed out loud. Angelina turned to kiss him and saw the tears in his eyes. “Guy, what?” she asked, alarmed.


He kissed her with a tenderness she’d long forgotten. “Angie, I’m so sorry. For everything.” He cradled her and stroked her hair until she fell asleep.


Both ate every morsel of the unappetizing meals delivered in huge iron kettles three times a day. For breakfast, a thin porridge with hardtack biscuits, watery soup ladled over hardtack biscuits for lunch, and stew made with potatoes, dried beans, and pieces of fresh fish for supper. There was no fresh bread, just the hardtack biscuits. Unlike some passengers who, in futile protest, threw them overboard, Angelina and Guido soaked them in tea and devoured them.


At six every morning, Guido, like all the other male passengers, pushed and shoved his way to the front of the line to receive the day’s ration of water. Because drinking water was stored in wood barrels that had been burned on the inside, its color was an unappetizing brown.


Rainwater was collected in other barrels and reserved for washing. Captain Himmell tried to declare a washing day once a week as no clothing could be washed or hung to dry in steerage. On washing days, all colors, sizes, and shapes of clothing dripped from every possible conveyance: over the sides and the stern, off the rigging and tackle, from the spars and masts, atop lifeboats and sculls. On these pleasant days, as the ship sailed, cleanly splitting the water, it resembled a long, colorful clothesline.


Before leaving Gap, Angelina and Guido sought advice from neighbors whose relatives had traveled long distances by ship. So, before they stepped onto the main deck of the Humboldt, they were better prepared emotionally and tactically than most other passengers.


Guido had been told to barter the few remaining farm tools for heavy, woolen clothing—men’s caps, long winter coats, trousers, and blankets—because sleeping below deck, according to Mrs. Moretti’s sister, would become intolerable.


By the end of the second week, the stench of vomit, urine, and unwashed bodies was indeed unbearable, so after others were asleep, Angelina and Guido quietly dressed in multiple layers of woolen clothing and crept up to the main deck, where, in hidden spaces, wrapped in several blankets each, they slept soundly in the fresh air.


Angelina heard from another neighbor that diseases festered on these ships, so in addition to medicinal herbs, she packed strong homemade soap, which many passengers had completely forgotten to bring or had assumed would be provided. Guido and she used a small portion of their drinking water to wash their hands twice a day.


On halcyon days, all able passengers poured out onto the main deck. Women, their heads covered in tightly knotted kerchiefs, sat on overturned lifeboats, tucking their long skirts tightly around their legs. Men in woolen caps and multicolored scarves huddled shoulder to shoulder, trying to smoke, which wasn’t allowed below deck.


Sometimes, small groups who spoke the same language chatted amicably, but usually men and women sat or stood in silence, lost in thought, trying to stay warm and dry. Guido and Angelina never mingled.


Five weeks later, the Humboldt entered New York harbor in the late afternoon and was immediately quarantined and forced to anchor offshore. Outside, it was a chrome-colored day with warm, damp winds that bore new, unrecognizable scents, but the weather could not dampen their excitement. On deck, passengers jostled each other along the railing to get better views of the shoreline; some men bravely climbed the rigging until they had unfettered views.


Only Captain Himmell’s sudden appearance on deck subdued the crowd’s enthusiasm. He informed them that this place was called Castle Garden.


The captain cleared his throat dramatically and nodded to his crew, who had taken up positions around the deck. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he announced in his clipped accent, “we’ve arrived at Castle Garden, but I’ve just been notified that the Humboldt will not clear customs today. Ships that arrived before must clear customs first. I’m sorry to say, but you are confined to the ship for at least one, perhaps two more days.”


Slowly, as this announcement was translated into language after language, blank faces morphed into exasperated, incensed expressions. Currents of animosity encircled the deck and soured the air. Captain Himmell held himself erect, his face untroubled because he’d crossed the Atlantic many times ferrying tides of immigrants, so he understood his human cargo.


Regardless of their country of origin, these were people who had already endured circumstances and conditions that degrade the human spirit. In the end, they were pliant and compliant, like anyone who has been beaten into servility.


With an air of authority, he turned abruptly, shouted instructions to the crew, and strode to his cabin. As he’d predicted, within minutes passengers drifted away from the railing, most returning to their quarters in steerage, pulling the grayness in with them.


Captain Himmell decided not to reveal that the Humboldt, like every ship arriving with human cargo, had to be quarantined for three days because shiploads of poor, unwashed people could introduce diseases like typhoid and cholera into the city. On the third day, the quarantine was lifted, and passengers were herded onto barges and ferried to a quarantine reception station while their luggage was sent separately to the Castle Garden baggage room.


Without adequate explanation, women and children were separated from men, and were screened and examined by medical teams for illnesses and diseases. Those deemed unhealthy were transported unceremoniously to the hospital on Ward’s Island.


Those deemed healthy were escorted to the baths where women and small children, dozens at a time, could bathe in a huge pool. For most, it was the first time in over five weeks that fresh water or soap had touched their bodies. The effect was magical; trepidation and modesty were washed away along with sweat and grime. Sounds of playful laughter and splashing reverberated around the room.


Afterward, Angelina joined a long row of women seated in a comfortably cool rotunda. For three hours, she waited her turn to meet the man and woman seated at diminutive desks in the middle of the room.


Finally, it was her turn. A simply dressed young woman motioned Angelina to a nearby chair into which she slid, nearly fainting with apprehension. A disinterested man with a detached expression sat next to the interpreter, wearing a starched white coat over a dark suit and tie. Without looking at either woman, he asked a series of questions that the young woman then translated into Italian, which was meant to put Angelina at ease but failed miserably.


The first question: Eduardo’s mother gives him twenty lire to buy three onions and a loaf of bread at the market. If onions are three lire each and bread is four lire, how much change should Eduardo bring back?


Wide-eyed, Angelina balked. What kind of silly question is this? she wondered impatiently. And what does this have to do with Guido or me?


Nevertheless, she forced herself to smile and answer respectfully. In the end, without ever establishing eye contact, the man held out a blue card and pointed to the door behind them. Angelina’s knees nearly buckled as she stood.


The innocuous door opened into an exquisite, sun-splashed room with lustrous marble floors, arched doorways, and a magnificent fountain that cooled and refreshed the air. With one hand shading her eyes and the other covering her mouth, she stood motionless, breathing in the familiar scents of furniture polish, lavender, and tobacco.


Curved benches, upholstered in muted stripes and rich solids, were spread about the room along with groupings of small, mahogany tables and chairs. Some families were already feasting on fresh bread, honey, and bits of cheese purchased from a vendor in a distant corner. The aromas made Angelina’s mouth water.


In the center of the room, the sun’s playful dance with the fountain was mesmerizing. Backlit by the sun, the water from the ascending jets appeared as luminous filaments but returned as rainbows of shimmering droplets.


For the first time in her life, Angelina felt dazzled and completely overwhelmed, in a good way. Our first day in America, she thought, and already such spectacular beauty! Beaming and breathless, she’d totally forgotten about her husband until she spotted him across the room pacing, an unlit pipe in his mouth.


And this, she thought kindly, will always be the difference between us. She loved adventure and looked forward to change because she believed that with change came opportunity.


Guido, on the other hand, resisted even the smallest change because it made him uncomfortable. It was almost impossible to convince him that changing something might actually make it better, easier, or more enjoyable. He never had her confidence.


When she was close enough for him to hear her, she shouted to him. Guido’s anxious face flooded with relief as he hurried to reach her and lift her off her feet in a bear hug. He too was overwhelmed by such unfamiliar, lavish surroundings, but in a bad way.


Together, they joined a line of passengers at the registration desk. Slowly people shuffled forward. Finally, Angelina caught a glimpse of the unsociable official behind the desk: middle-aged, smudged wire-rimmed glasses, receding hairline, full beard, angry red scar across his cheek. It appeared his only purpose was to ask each family the same questions and record their answers.


Because Guido understood so few English words and the man behind the desk did not apparently speak any Italian, the conversation was understandably difficult and frustrating for both. For his part, Guido labored to find the English words in order to answer correctly. In contrast, the registrar appeared less fastidious and even indolent as he scribbled something on an official-looking document, stamped it carelessly, and slid it to Guido seconds before shouting, “Next!”


For safety, Guido placed it in the inner pocket of his jacket, and it wasn’t until they reached their final destination that he retrieved it and discovered the misspelling of his surname: Wallabee instead of Wallabia.


Angelina and Guido would never forget the sacrifices they made to come to America, but their most painful memory would always be of a place called Castle Garden, where, with a stroke of a pen, an apathetic stranger robbed them of their most cherished possession.


Carrying their entire lives in one worn suitcase, a battered trunk, and a large wicker basket, they boarded the Old Colony Railroad headed for a city called Fall River. All their lives, Guido and Angelina had known only arduous work, long hours, and self-sacrifice with little reward. So, perversely, they were perfectly suited for mill work. And indeed, there was plenty of work in the mills of Fall River in May of 1847.


The Quequechan River ran right through the city and in the last half mile dropped 132 feet through a narrow channel and eight consecutive falls—intensifying its strength and speed at each one. The Pocasset Indians called the river Quequechan, or Falling Waters, and the city had taken its name from the river—Fall River.


Cotton mills, iron works, printing factories, and bleacheries lined the river’s banks, above and below the falls, using the powerful water to run their factories. Mount Hope Bay, ten miles long and three miles wide, provided a deep-water harbor, and the Fall River Line provided reliable steamship connections to New York, Providence, and Boston. The confluence of water power, a deep harbor, and a diversity of both transportation and natural resources made Fall River an ideal location for industrialization.


Mill agents, whose primary job was to supply the mills with a constant stream of laborers, waited at train stations and piers for immigrants who arrived by ship or rail. They recruited entire families to work in the mill with promises of steady jobs and clean housing. Angelina and Guido were recruited by Nathanial Wheeler, an agent for the Troy Cotton Mill.


They boarded Mr. Wheeler’s carriage, but their baggage followed in an open wagon. In a daze, they gawked at the neat rows of shops lining cobbled streets and the towering, stately buildings along the old Granite Block. The driver stopped at the mill’s front entrance. Over the front door, etched into the granite lintel was TROY COTTON AND WOOLEN MANUFACTORY, 1813.


“This is the oldest mill in the city,” related Mr. Wheeler with some pride. “The original three-story building burned to the ground in twenty-one and was rebuilt.”


It was indeed stately, with an attached granite bell tower dwarfing the mill proper and five stories of perfectly aligned windows set exactly three feet apart, which now reflected the orange-pink rays of the late-afternoon sun.


There must be hundreds of windows, Angelina thought in amazement. “My God!” she gasped. “How many people work here?”


“At capacity, ma’am, ’bout six hundred,” Agent Wheeler replied proudly.


The carriage continued on, rounded the side of the mill, and proceeded uphill. “This is worker housing,” Mr. Wheeler explained.


They’re all the same, Angelina noticed immediately.


“And,” she cried, leaning out of the carriage for a closer look, “they’re all connected!”


She thought wistfully about their little farm in Gap, now so far away, where although everyone lived on a farm, rarely were two farmhouses exactly alike.


“Yep,” said Wheeler, “four families in each, two per floor, all share a common staircase and a common front door. A few even have a usable basement.


“Here we are,” Wheeler said, reining in the horses and consulting his ledger. “Wallabee, you’re in number 709, lower floor,” he said, handing Guido a key.


“You must report to supervisor Haley’s office by five-thirty tomorrow morning. First floor of the Administrative Building, right side of the mill. You’ll get your job assignments there. First bell rings at four-thirty. Don’t be late.”


The carriage, now empty except for Agent Wheeler, jerked forward and moved quickly downhill, leaving them and their luggage standing in the street.


At first, they couldn’t find their apartment, then Guido noticed a small stairway at the back of the first floor which led to a locked door in the basement. Opening that door, he stepped into a musty, dim room.


Angelina walked carefully to a small window, the only window it appeared, and opened it. Immediately, a cooling breeze caressed her face. That window, half window really, would be their only source of natural light and fresh air. Fortunately, it faced the back of the building and looked out onto a small patch of woodland.


Guido lit the two hanging oil lamps. The kitchen was small but had the bare necessities: a few hanging cabinets, a long shelf, a sink, a stove, and a small ice chest. The bedroom was at the back of the kitchen, separated by a curtain. The bed was made and the sheets looked clean. A rough but sturdy, wooden shelf lined the entire wall and had small pegs just below it.


Over the next few months, they would learn that the dirt floor never completely dried until the dead of winter, so the apartment exuded a perpetual musty odor. The nearest privy hung off the first floor—depositing excrement directly into the Quequechan River.


But they were beginning a new life. They went to bed early and held each other tightly. Tomorrow they would begin working ten-to twelve-hour days, six days a week. It would be arduous, dangerous work, in deafening, dimly lit rooms. But they did not know that yet.


Because of his size and strength, Guido was assigned work in the carding room—the most dangerous job and the dirtiest room. Carders were the most skilled and, therefore, the highest paid employees. As an apprentice, Guido started at six dollars a week, the same as most male employees. But with more experience, he could, over time, earn as much as nine dollars a week. He could hardly believe his good fortune.


Angelina became a speeder tender, operating a machine that prepared cotton slivers for weaving. The noise of the speeders was so loud that most women put cotton in their ears. Because the yarn broke more often on hot, dry days, the windows remained closed and overhead nozzles periodically sprayed water into the air to keep the yarn moist. By noon the air was thick and hard to breathe.


Like Guido, she worked sixty to seventy hours a week, six days a week, earning four dollars a week, or about five cents an hour.


In May of 1848, their lives changed dramatically. Miss Gretchen Johnson, supervisor of Rose Cottage, left quite abruptly without notice. Rose Cottage was the smallest of the company-owned boardinghouses for unmarried girls.


The position paid only $3.50 a week, a lot less than Angelina currently earned, and would require her to live in Rose Cottage apart from Guido, but she would have her own room and three meals a day for free.


In a bold move, Angelina walked to the supervisor’s office and offered to take the position temporarily while they looked for a permanent supervisor.


“Do you have some experience managing a houseful of girls?” asked Mr. Haley, the mill supervisor, who already guessed that she did not.


“No, sir,” she replied honestly, “but I have managed a large farm and supervised a number of farmhands. I know it’s not exactly the same, but it’s not entirely different either. Wouldn’t you agree?”


“Well, I don’t know,” he replied. “I suppose I could let you try on a temporary basis, but I could only offer you three dollars a week.”


Angelina knew she was being underpaid and knew Haley’s reputation for bullying workers and pinching pennies wherever he could.


“Well,” she replied, “perhaps you’re right, Mr. Haley. I don’t have the exact experience you need. And I do make four dollars a week now. I wouldn’t want to take such a drop in salary. I only offered so Rose Cottage would not have to be shut down while a full-time person was found. But thank you for your time, sir.” She turned to leave.


“Well, hold on now, Mrs. Wallabee! I certainly don’t want to discourage anyone looking for advancement. Perhaps we can have a probationary period?”


“I don’t know,” she replied calmly though her heart pounded. “What would that mean, a probationary period?”


“Well, let’s see. It’s May now. Why don’t you take the position for six months at three twenty-five a week? At the end of that time, if your performance is satisfactory, I’d be happy to offer you three ninety a week.”


Angelina understood that Haley was still underpaying her but did not want to press for more money. “Perhaps,” she said, “if you could do me one favor?”


Now, Haley was annoyed with this foreigner, this “Eyetalian” woman, who continued to press him. “What?” he barked.


She took a deep breath. “My husband, who will now be living alone, suffers from the dampness in our basement apartment. I wonder if you couldn’t find him an apartment aboveground for this probation period. Otherwise, I’m afraid my concerns for his health would be too great a distraction.”


Given her age, her grasp of English, and her strong work ethic, Haley understood she was the right person, and, in a small way, he respected her determination. “Done,” he said, “but you need to start tonight. Can’t have girls unchaperoned after dark.”


“Thank you, Mr. Haley. I’ll move in immediately.”
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As house supervisor, Angelina was given a spacious, clean room on the first floor with indoor plumbing, allowing her to wash every day and avoid using the communal toilets on the second floor. Three windows provided lots of natural light and looked out onto the quadrangle formed by the Administrative Building and the mill proper.


The bedrooms were on the second and third floors. A large, rustic dining room, a spacious kitchen, and a comfortable parlor furnished with upholstered chairs and even a carpet took up the first floor.


Angelina’s day started at four thirty when she rang the wake-up bell, set out a small, cold breakfast with tea, and made sure all the girls left for work by five twenty. Then she began preparing a more substantial meal for the girls’ return for a forty-five-minute lunch.


In the afternoons, Angelina cleaned the first-floor rooms, inspected the girls’ bedrooms for cleanliness and contraband (like cigarettes and matches), shopped for groceries, and prepared supper. At curfew, she checked every room to ensure that each girl was accounted for.


Sick girls needed to be taken to the clinic. Homesick girls needed comforting. Maintaining harmony was a daily challenge. Violations of the strict moral codes needed to be reported. Attendance at church was mandatory, and Angelina escorted them there and back every Sunday.


Rose Cottage thrived under Angelina’s supervision. Tardiness and absenteeism were significantly reduced, which did not go unnoticed by Mr. Haley. The girls came to view her as a second mother and respected her guidance on most matters. They knew she was fair and, on occasion, would even bend the rules a bit for them.


Angelina’s radiant smile was a beacon warming each of them home at the end of the day. Her many spontaneous kindnesses touched them deeply. Young women from other dorms began to request rooms at Rose Cottage, and there was, for the first time, a waiting list.


The mill’s patriarchal boardinghouse system encouraged house supervisors to provide cultural activities to occupy their young women’s free time. So Angelina, like other house supervisors, learned to invite local poets and writers to Rose Cottage. She also invited accomplished musicians as well as professors to lecture on art, history, and literature. She arranged for the Daily Beacon to be delivered and had one of the older girls read it aloud to the others almost every evening.


Occasionally, she arranged for them to tour a historic building, visit a lavish garden, or walk through the recently completed public library, the first one open to both men and women. She encouraged them to attend evening classes, speeches, and concerts. Whenever she could get away, she would join them.


She adored this aspect of her job and was surprised at how naturally it came to her. She got to leave the mill proper and learned how to navigate the city streets. She met and spoke easily with teachers, writers, and, occasionally, even a politician. She saw first-hand the power of education—it was the ladder to respectability and security, and she vowed to give her children that gift.
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Samuel, the first of her three sons, was born in October 1849. Since Rose Cottage had become sought after, Angelina, who’d passed her probation period, was allowed to keep her firstborn with her. Three years later, she gave birth to her second son, Anthony. Once Anthony started to walk with confidence, though, her room was no longer suitable. She worried every day that such cramped quarters would be detrimental to their health, and she began to see that it was inappropriate to raise her sons in an exclusively female environment, so she gave Mr. Haley her notice.


During her years as supervisor, Angelina and Guido saved assiduously with an eye to leaving the squalid immigrant housing area called The Acre. In 1854, they rented a two-bedroom, third-story walk-up on Bedford Street, close enough so that Guido could continue walking to work. A year later she gave birth to her third son, Alphonso.


Unlike Angelina, all three boys learned to read and write, a fact that even Guido boasted about. Anthony and Alphonso, never good students, remained in school until they were twelve, then eagerly joined their father at the Troy Mill.


Samuel, however, was the real scholar of the family. He seemed addicted to learning. Despite the fact that the family needed extra cash, Angelina insisted that Samuel complete high school, although he worked in the mill every summer. For Samuel, she had a very different dream.


Over the years, Angelina had cultivated relationships with the many educators, poets, and writers she’d invited to speak at Rose Cottage. In Samuel’s senior year, she sought their advice about sending him to college. In the spring of 1869, as a result of her bullish determination and unflagging persistence, he was awarded one, of only three, two-year scholarships that Harvard University earmarked for the sons of immigrant mill workers.


Much to her surprise, Guido objected vehemently. He pointed out that while the scholarship paid for Samuel’s classes and room, it did not pay for the other things Samuel would undoubtedly need: food, new clothing, and books. These “extras,” he argued, would strap the family financially just when he, Guido, had hoped to slow down a bit. As Angelina had predicted so many years earlier, Guido had indeed risen to supervisor, and now he hoped, in fact he had already put in a formal request, to work fewer hours. For a start, he’d asked for Saturdays off, he explained.


Angelina was stunned to hear his news. “What? Why would you do this to me? Why didn’t you tell me? Guy, we didn’t discuss this, we always discuss. I don’t understand.” She was frantic.


“Our son gets accepted into Harvard University—one of the best schools in the country, probably in the world. Only the smartest boys from the richest families get to go there. And you object? You want him to pass it up?


“He’s our eldest, Guido. And he’s a good boy. But more important, he’s worked so hard for this chance. He’d be the first one in both our families to attend college! Do you understand what this means for his future and the future of our family? You want him to throw the scholarship back in their faces because he’ll need a little money for books?”


Guido had never seen her so angry. She’d never spoken to him in that tone, and he was no match for her. He could have told her how tired he was, how difficult it was to draw each breath, how he could no longer climb the stairs to their apartment without stopping on each landing to rest. But he had resolved not to tell her or the boys what the doctor had told him about his worsening dry cough because, at this point, there was nothing to be done about it.


So, Guido accepted his fate and reconciled himself to working the rest of his days at the mill. “You’re right, Angie,” he said apologetically. “What was I thinking? The scholarship’s a great honor and, for sure, Sammy deserves it.”


On the morning of July 20, 1869, Angelina dressed carefully, choosing her favorite pale-yellow cotton dress with tiny embroidered rosebuds on the collar and cuffs. She polished her white Sunday shoes and purchased yellow ribbon to tie on her wide-brimmed straw hat. She wished she had a newer purse, but the worn black one would have to do.


She hugged and kissed Samuel repeatedly but was afraid to speak lest she cry. Just before Samuel boarded, Guido shook his son’s hand and said, “We’re proud of you, son. So damn proud.”


Both parents stayed on the platform until the train slowly rounded a curve, dropping out of sight.


“Now this,” Angelina whispered as tears slid down her cheeks, “this is why we came to America.”


This would always be the proudest day of her life.
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WAITING FOR VIOLET


One eye nearly swollen shut and the other almost blind, Violet Alysworth lay in the unyielding darkness of her bedroom, worrying about her children. Were they safe? Would they make it in time? She was desperate to hear the late-night train whistle, praying that she would hear it before Jean and Bridgette woke, because if she did, then her children had escaped and she would die knowing her revenge was complete.


While she waited, guilt, shame, and grief enveloped her like viscous fluids. Oceans of disappointment, deprivation, and humiliation were how she would remember her life, what little was left of it.


Perhaps it wasn’t all William’s fault. I could have objected, tried harder, she thought. But even if that were true, and she knew it was, William had failed her miserably. The man she loved, married, and risked everything for not only proved to be a self-indulgent fool, but worse, deceitful, cowardly, and callous.


To mitigate the room’s deepening chill, Violet tucked her blankets more tightly around her, but her tremors continued. Pulling her knees up for warmth, she gritted her teeth against the pain because she couldn’t risk moaning or crying out. Unfortunately, the effort only forced more blood to seep into her pillow.


“I never told the children what you did, William,” she whispered, her voice a mix of pain and despair, “so maybe they’ll always think kindly of you. But know this, you bastard, I’ll never forgive you, and I hope you’re burning in hell!”


William died on the bed of an open wagon before reaching the main logging camp, leaving his family inexplicably destitute. For the second time in five years, he was the reason she and the children had been callously uprooted from every comfort and security.


The emotionally and physically bruising journey six years ago from her parents’ comfortable home in Quebec City to North Bay, Ontario, had become a metaphor of logging camp existence—mind-numbing, unrelentingly dreary, and crushingly lonely. To distract herself, Violet replayed bittersweet memories of her life when they all lived with her parents, Francois and Elanie LaFleur.


As a child, Violet had been easily frightened, embarrassingly bashful, and timorous. Her skittish gestures resembled a startled animal in danger of bolting, and frankly, both parents worried considerably and hoped that, over time, Violet’s meekness would bloom into self-confidence and a sense of ease. Despite these shortcomings, she possessed a charming sweetness along with lovely blue eyes, porcelain skin, and cascading blond hair.


Inside her childhood home with its broad hallways, gleaming floors, and tiny-flowered wallpapers, Violet felt a bit more self-assured. The LaFleurs lived modestly but comfortably, and the house had space for them all, including the children. Francois and Miranda adored their grandparents, a passion that was fully reciprocated. Life there had been rich and delicious.


William, who had been raised on a farm in Ontario, never explained what had brought him north to Quebec City. Of medium height, with wavy brown hair and strong, muscular shoulders, William didn’t have much of a presence. He was hard to read, and Violet’s parents did not take to him the way their daughter did.


Violet came to observe that he was, like her, painfully introverted and loath to talk about himself or his past. Unlike her, he was parsimonious with both praise and money. Naïve and gullible at twenty-three, Violet felt a strange kinship with this shy, humorless, seemingly lonely man, and, over the vehement objections of her parents, she married him in 1846.


Except for farming, he had no work experience and not surprisingly drifted from job to job, never really satisfied or successful at any of them. Without any clear focus or direction, he meandered erratically for several years like a scrap of paper caught in a summer breeze.


Enigmatically, William had never been content. Not on his family’s farm, not in her parents’ pleasant, roomy home, and not in the primarily French-speaking city of Quebec. Violet would learn too late that William was one of those men who cannot be happy anywhere.


The pandemonium of the city exhausted him, and the tedium of life with his in-laws oppressed him. His restlessness and agitation drove him from the house almost every night—for hours and sometimes until dawn, he wandered the quiet city streets.


Their son, Francois, was born in 1848 followed by a daughter, Miranda, in 1852. Just after his daughter’s birth, seemingly out of the blue, William began talking about moving north to cleaner air, open spaces, and the financial opportunities he’d heard were found in logging camps. Violet found it difficult to understand why he wanted to go and even more difficult to believe his arguments for doing so. However, she sensed the increasing urgency of his need to leave Quebec, and as a loving wife, that was enough.


So in early June 1857, Violet, William, Francois, and Miranda boarded the steamer, Sainte Louisa, on their way to a logging camp in North Bay, Ontario. Francois and Miranda waved frenetically to their grandparents on the pier below. Like their father, the children believed they were embarking on a marvelous adventure to find an elusive rainbow and its pot of gold.


Her husband’s eagerness to “get a new start” was apparent in his broad smile and energetic waving as he hoisted Miranda onto his muscular shoulders. Violet, her slender fingers gripping the ship’s railing, mirrored the stoic resignation of her parents and blinked back bitter tears until her parents and the crowd gathered around them resembled flotsam on the pier.


She had loved him then and prayed that his dream of a better life was attainable. She’d never anticipated leaving Quebec City, the home of the people she loved most and where her roots ran so deep and wide. She didn’t understand William’s desire for a “better life”—couldn’t even imagine a life better than the one they were now sailing away from.


The Sainte Louisa took them down the St. Laurence River to Montreal. Their first-class cabin, a gift from her father, was comfortable and spacious enough for the children to play indoors. In Montreal, they boarded the Grand Trunk Railway to Ottawa.


At the Ottawa station, Violet, William, and the children waited for the outbound coach. When one finally arrived, the elderly matron on board did not disembark. Her crenellated bulk completely filled one of the two benches, and she was disgruntled by having to share her bench even with a small child. Fortunately, she alighted at the Huntsville station, the last stop before North Bay, their final destination.


At Huntsville, the family was allowed to roam the town for two hours while fresh horses were hitched, Huntsville’s mail was unloaded, and the mail bags and packages bound for North Bay were secured on top.


As if released from prison, Francois and Miranda raced up and down the streets, chasing livestock and stray dogs until a townsperson shouted at them to stop. Violet found a small grocery where she bought cheese sandwiches, some small cakes, apples, and cups of hot tea, which she carefully carried back to the station. William, who was supposed to be watching his children, milled aimlessly about the streets before finally stopping at the local tavern for a drink.


When the stage started out again, everyone was in better spirits. The children devoured the feast Violet purchased but drank their tea slowly, caressing the hot cups for as long as they could. Francois was delighted to finally have a seat of his own, and his parents slept better without him across their laps.


Mist and drizzle arrived with the morning, dampening their spirits and their clothing. By midday, the children were quarrelsome and Violet was listless. She stared out her window, even though there was nothing to see except dense woodland on both sides of the road. For an entire day, there was not one animal, not one person on horseback, not one farm wagon or buggy—just trees.


Finally, in late-afternoon sunshine, they reached North Bay in July, 1857. From the station platform, Violet was relieved to see a general store with a two-story, narrow hotel attached to it and, further down, signs for a livery stable, a blacksmith shop, and a harness shop. Across the street, she saw a doctor’s office, the sheriff’s office, and, of course, a tavern. On a rise at the far end of the street, she could make out the gold cross atop a small white church steeple and rows of smaller crosses in the cemetery next door.


Two camp women came to meet their stage, helped load their belongings onto a wagon, and drove them to their new home—a modest square-log cabin, identical to all the others queuing both sides of a narrow lane. They passed small children, damp laundry flapping on low-hung clotheslines, and dogs barking from somewhere in the shadowy woods around them.


On their front porch a fragile wooden stool and a rusted bucket greeted them. The thick front door opened into a kitchen with two windows, a worn plank floor, a table, two chairs, and a wood stove in the corner. Two small, windowless bedrooms, each with crude, wooden dressers, could be seen off the kitchen.


Involuntarily, Violet sighed—a long, low sound more like a moan. Her neighbor, Sarah LaFontaine, patted Violet’s arm gently. “It’ll all get sorted out,” she said knowingly.


Without a word, William left his family standing in the kitchen and walked back to town to find the administrative office, which turned out to be an oddly shaped building with a tin roof and a PUKASKWA LOGGING COMPANY sign carelessly nailed to the door.


There he signed documents and was briefed by the owner, Amos Gallagher. Among other things, William learned that he would start earning only seventy-five cents a day for a six-day work week, much less than the ninety cents a day he’d seen advertised on the flyer in the Quebec post office.


More distressing, he discovered that no one was paid for days when work was canceled because of the weather—and this far north bad weather was as common as moss and could move in and settle for days or weeks.


Amos saved the worst news for last. Rent, six dollars a month, would be deducted from William’s pay. Because the post office flyer affirmed, without clarification, that housing would be provided, William had assumed it was free.


Suddenly, the air in the room seemed too thin. Tugging at his collar, William felt faint as spots floated in front of his eyes. Head bowed, thoughts oscillating, he pressed the palms of his large, coarse hands against his temples. What about the advertisement he’d seen in the Quebec post office? He was sure that the flyer promised, boasted even, that this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Had he misread it? Misunderstood it? He’d brought his family all this way.


Squeezing his eyes shut, he tried to see the poster’s words again but couldn’t. What he could see, however, was that his optimism had been spurious. He’d been duped. He bent forward, trying to ease the sharp pain in his chest while his face flushed with embarrassment and helplessness. As wave after wave of humiliation rippled through him, the enormity of his disgrace became undeniable.


Stone-faced, he stared out the window, watching the dream his heart had cradled for years melt into the shadows outside and vaporize. Shattered, William took the pen Amos offered and signed the contract.


The next morning before either Violet or the children woke, William dressed quietly and left to join about three dozen other men seated in covered wagons that would take them deep into the woods.


William was gone for three weeks, and Violet learned that loneliness would be her most dependable companion. She never unpacked her mother’s precious china or her grandmother’s silver tea service—they were useless to her here. She learned to split wood for the stove, haul water from the well, and keep her children close to home. The woods were dangerous, especially in winter.


She measured the passing years in catastrophes. The first year, like many wives, she assisted in childbirths, many of which were stillborn. The second year she helped wash the dead bodies of husbands and fathers mutilated by equipment or crushed by falling trees. In her third year, an epidemic of diphtheria took the lives of eleven children. She helped nail together the tiny pine coffins, each time more ashamed of her relief that her children were still safe. But later that year when she received news of her father’s death, she believed it was her punishment.


It was in her fourth year that she was assigned the most heartbreaking of tasks: keeping vigil with mothers whose children had simply vanished—carried off by animals or lost in blizzards. For this tragedy, there were no pine boxes. There was nothing to be done.


Through all these traumas and disappointments, Violet sewed. She bought remnants on sale, ribbons, and spools of thread. By hand-stitching strips of ribbon or embroidering borders on the plain linens stocked in North Bay, she replicated the more elegant linens she’d seen in Quebec and sold them in Amos’s General Store.


In the spring she and the children planted a small garden. Camp women taught her how to preserve summer vegetables, dig a root cellar, and make jams from berry bushes that grew in the clearings. Violet’s parents would not have recognized their daughter who was now resilient, self-sufficient, confident.


Of necessity, William’s role in the family changed. For the first two years, William worked the outer camps, returning for only a few days a month—less in the winter if the snow was too deep for the wagons. In January of 1862, his fifth year, William was finally assigned to the closest site and could return home every night for supper. By then, though, his children and wife had fully adjusted to life without him. The void caused by his constant absence had closed and reformed into a more reliable family unit of three.


William was a stranger now, a ghost. Violet was startled but not overly apprehensive to see that he had become even more secretive and taciturn. But it seemed neither her life nor the children’s lives were much impacted by his return.


At the end of that same month, Violet received a letter from her family’s attorney in Quebec City:


Mr. Adam Howe, Esq.
350 Tremont Street, 1st Floor
Quebec City, Quebec
January 10, 1862


My Dear Violet,
I am truly sorry to inform you of your mother’s death on January 8 of this year.


Before your father passed two years ago, he’d wagered and lost a considerable amount in mining speculations. Upon his death, I discovered those losses and unpaid bills going back six months. Your mother insisted that all bills be paid immediately and in full. She dismissed the household staff, except for Henri, and gave them all three months’ severance.


She did not wish to trouble you, Violet. In fact, she forbade me to contact you. She was forced to sell the property and move into an apartment on Fredrickson Street. Unfortunately, a month ago she contracted pneumonia. As soon as I learned, I moved her to the hospital, but she did not recover.


As you know, your father and mother were proud, independent people, and contrary to my persistent advice, they refused to let me contact you for assistance—which, of course, you would have generously provided.


Violet, I simply could not tell your mother that she had exhausted her meager savings last month. I’ve paid her medical bills, for which I do not wish reimbursement, and sold the few pieces of furniture she kept in order to settle the remainder of her debts.


It distresses me more than words can say to inform you not only of her untimely death but also the loss of your inheritance.


With sincerest sympathy,
Adam Howe, Esq.


The news of her mother’s death unmoored Violet, extinguishing her newfound resilience and casting her adrift in shadows—in and out of consciousness for four days and nights. On the morning of the fifth day, she woke to see William sitting on the bed and her dear neighbor, Sarah, who had no doubt been taking care of the children, standing behind him.


Slowly, very slowly, over several weeks, Violet’s strength returned, but her mind didn’t heal cleanly—at times there seemed a few empty places like an unfinished jigsaw puzzle, her thoughts sometimes seemed tangled and, on occasion, fissured. Violet seemed muddled and mortified when this happened.


She had no coherent memories of her breakdown after her mother’s death in January or even of William’s death in early April. When, just two weeks after William’s funeral, Violet received notice to vacate the property, she crossed the lane to Sarah’s cabin, holding the notice in her hand like a bouquet of flowers.


“I’ve nowhere to go, Sarah. No home to go back to,” she sobbed, gripping the kitchen table so tightly her knuckles were nearly transparent.


Because Violet had been weeping since the day William died, Sarah wondered how her friend could have any tears left. From Sarah’s point of view, crying was self-indulgent and never solved anything.


“Think, Violet!” she said sharply, her frustration temporarily getting the better of her.


“Violet,” Sarah continued more gently, “there must be someone back in Quebec. A cousin, perhaps? An aunt? A good friend?”


“No, no one.” Violet replied, shaking her head as her eyes darted around the room. Still gripping the edge of the table, she began rocking back and forth.


“Okay. What about William’s family?”


“I never met them.”


“But he did have family?”


“Yes, parents and an older brother. He didn’t invite them to our wedding. I never really understood why. Actually, he never talked about them.”


“So, where are they now?”


“How should I know? I just told you I never met them,” Violet replied petulantly.


“So, where did William say he came from?”


“Ontario. Eastern Ontario, I think. The family’s farm was near . . .” She paused and studied the floor as if the answer was written there. With her forehead deeply furrowed, she cleared her throat, pursed her lips, and offered, “Bonneville,” but it sounded more like a question.


“No, wait, maybe it was . . .” She paused again before admitting, “I’m sorry, Sarah, I really don’t remember the name, just that it began with a B.”


“Lenny Boyes will know. Let’s walk into town.”


“Now?”


“Yes, Violet, right now.”
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As Sarah predicted, Leonard Boyes, the postmaster, had maps of the Canadian provinces with stage coach routes marked in red, but they were stuffed into a dusty overhead bin, and as he reached for one, they all fell out, rolling in every direction.


It took some time for him to gather them up and read each title, but, finally, he found the map of Ontario. Lenny was a bit of a character in the community: unfailingly polite and welcoming to everyone but oddly ignorant of many post office rules and regulations.


People who came to the post office didn’t just come to send or pick up mail but to socialize. It was a place where people might run into and chat with friends or neighbors they hadn’t seen in a while. Lenny was a very sympathetic listener, someone people felt they could confide in, and, as a result, no one had a better finger on the pulse of North Bay than Leonard Boyes.


Unfortunately, with his pock-scarred face, lank brown hair, and dark circles under his eyes, Lenny wasn’t particularly handsome and had never married, but his easygoing manner, optimistic nature, and generosity with gossip had won him many friends.


Bending over the counter, Lenny studied the Ontario map fastidiously, silently sliding his tobacco-stained fingers back and forth, up and down, from one section to another.


“Okay,” he said finally squinting up at Violet, tapping the eraser of his pencil on the map.


“So, we’re lookin’ for a town in Eastern Ontario, eh? And the town we’re lookin’ for begins with a B?”


“I think so . . . ,” Violet confessed, biting her bottom lip, “but really, I’m not one hundred percent sure.”


“Well, there’s quite a few Bs here, Violet, so let’s just take a look.


“Okay, let’s see,” he pushed on. “There’s a Belleville, Ontario,” he prompted, straightening up and searching Violet’s face.


Violet shook her head dismally, avoiding his eyes.


“No worries,” he added quickly, bending over the map again, continuing his scrutiny, resuming his tapping.


“Yep, here’s another one, Violet. How ’bout Bancroft?” He paused, leaning in, eyebrows raised.


“No, that doesn’t sound right either. I’m so sorry to have troubled you, Lenny,” she said quietly, pressing her fingers over her mouth, wishing she could fade into the background.


“Well now, don’t go givin’ up just yet, Violet,” Lenny chastened but smiled kindly, revealing a cracked front tooth. “Let’s see”—tap, tap, tap—“okay”—tap, tap, tap—“well now, here’s another one, Brockville?”


“Brockville,” Violet repeated the name quietly, tilting her head and squinting. “Yes. That’s it! That’s where William came from, Brockville.”


Lenny smiled triumphantly.


At home in the evening’s muted calm, Violet mulled over her situation. She had no family and no home to take the children back to. Her only option, despite never having met them, was to appeal to William’s family for assistance. Doggedly, she wrote to tell them of his death and to ask for temporary refuge.


The next day, Violet asked Sarah to accompany her into town. Stopping first at the post office, Violet posted her letter to William’s family, but Lenny waved off her attempt to pay him. That done, the two women walked behind the post office to the Pukaskwa administrative office to collect William’s back pay and the balance in their account at the general store.


Fifty-two-year-old Amos Gallagher sat brooding at his desk, a ubiquitous cigar in his mouth that many joked was permanently attached to his mustache. His attempt to spring to his feet at their arrival was thwarted by the fact that his substantial bulk was crammed into his chair. At last, extricating himself, he greeted them effusively while motioning for them to be seated.


In truth, Violet had never trusted this self-satisfied, fleshy man with his hooded eyes and insouciant manner. She took a deep breath and explained why she had come.


Amos cleared his throat once, then again. “I’m sorry,” he told Violet with a quick smile, “but there’s no back pay coming to William and nothing in the store’s account. Surely, you can’t believe I would’ve kept a thing like that from you all this time?” He feigned distress and disbelief.


Violet flinched. She certainly hadn’t anticipated this. “I don’t . . . I don’t understand what you mean,” was all she could mumble.


Again, Amos cleared his throat theatrically, extracting the soggy cigar from his mouth.


“Well now, Violet, as you know, William got paid seventy-five cents a day. Every payday, after rent was deducted, the balance was deposited into your account at the general store. Whatever money was left in that account at the end of each month was returned to him in cash.”


Violet’s face was inscrutable.


“So, Violet.” Amos shifted uncomfortably in his chair and tried again. “At the end of every month, your account at the general store was zeroed out, and William received whatever cash remained. So, you started fresh every month.” He finished by stuffing the cigar back into his mouth, feeling self-satisfied, overconfident.


“Are you telling me that there is no money right now in our account?”


“That’s correct,” confirmed Amos, his facial muscles visibly relaxing now it appeared that Violet had finally grasped his meaning.


“And you’re telling me that William has no pay coming?”


“Correct.”


“How can that be?”


Emotional women always unnerved Amos, and sweat was already collecting in his armpits, staining his freshly laundered shirt.


“Well, William signed a new contract renewing his lease with us every year,” he explained, making a show of unclasping the green ledger on his desk and flipping to the last page.


“And?”


“Well, as you know, he’s paid only for the days he works. You were sick for almost three weeks in February. He stayed at home for two of those weeks. So, on the last day of February his pay was nine dollars.”


“Only nine dollars,” she repeated incredulously. “But that’s not . . .”


Feeling beleaguered, Amos leaned back in his chair, crossed his arms over his chest, and tried to loosen his collar. His mouth was dry as dust and his cheeks flushed, but he pushed ahead.


“After deducting the rent, three dollars went into your account at the general store.”


“The rent?”


“Yes. You rent your cabin for six dollars a month.” He waited for a reply, but Violet remained taciturn.


“So,” he continued, “that was February. In March, William worked the entire month and he cashed out your account at the end of the month. But William only worked nine days in April before his accident. So, his pay for those nine days was six dollars and seventy-five cents, and after deducting the rent, well, there was just nothing left to put into your account. I’m terribly sorry, Violet.”
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